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f the name Admiral Benbow rings a
bell, chances are you rememher it
from the opening of Robert Louis
Stevenson's 'Ireasure Island: it is the
inn where JIm Hawkins lives, and
Stevenson didn't light upon the name

by chance.
John Benbow was celebrated in verse

and song throughout the 18th Century and
remembered by the Victorians as the
Nelson of his time. Why, then, is he all but
forgotten today?

Part of the reason, as Sam Willis implies
in this fascinating biography, is that his
exploits began to acquire a mythical
dimension almost from the moment of his
death. By the time Stevenson wrote Treas-
ure Island, Benbow was almost as fanci-
ful a figure as Long John Silver. "Villis's
aim is to untangle truth from legend and
restore Benbow to his rightful place as
one of the foremost architects of British
seapower in the age of sail

One of the earliest myths about him. is
that he was the son of a Royalist officer
executed by the Roundheads in the Civil
War. In fact, there is no way of knowing
who Benbow's parents were because rel-
evant parish registers were long since
lost. So what do we know? It seems cer-
tain that Benbow learnt the rudiments of
seamanship working on barges in the
West Country before joining the Royal
Navy after the Restoration of Charles IT.

He cut his teeth in battle fighting the
Barbary pirates, although there is no evi-
dence to support the story that he deliv-
ered 13 corsairs' heads packed in salt to
the authorities in Cadiz and received a
commendation from the King of Spain.

One of the many things that makes the
author such a superb chronicler of naval
warfare is his ability to explain techni-
calities. For instance, I had never grasped
the difficulties involved in boarding an
enemy ship: I bad assumed that sea bat-
tles must have been fought as portrayed
in films, with vessels alongside each other
and sailors with cutlasses between their
teeth swinging across on ropes.

But wooden warships bulged in the
middle, so the best way to board was to
attack at right angles, a devilishly tricky
manoeuvre at the best of times and almost
impossible in adverse conditions.

After the Navy'S great victory over
L-ouis XIV's fleet at Barfleur in 1692,
BE!J."1bowgot his chance to shine, taking the
fight to the French coast. Benbow proved
himself to be a master strategist and a
ruthless leader.

In the later 1702 War of the Spanish Sue-
ces ion, which was fought to prevent
Spain and its fabulously wealthy colonies
from falling into the clutches of Louis
XIV, Benbow was sent to confront the
French fleet in the West Indies. What hap-
pened next is the subject of continuing
controversy.

Benbow s.ucceSSfullY inter-
cepted the French, but other
ships in his squadron failed to
support him. Benbow chased
the enemy fleet for a week,
despite his leg being shattered

by a French cannonball, but he eventually
died from his wounds. .

When the story of his 1ast fight' reached
England, there was an outcry. lWo of the
captains who had abandoned him were
court-martialled and shot. Tbe image of
the mortally wounded hero deserted by
his own cowardly officers laid the founda-
tions for the Benbow legend

But the executed captains may have
had a point. The French ships were skil-
fully handled and in much better condi-
tion than the English fleet, whose crews
had been decimated by sickness. Even if
the English had caught up, victory would
have been far from assured. Willis
presents both sides of the argument and
shows how Benbow's death was exploited
for political purposes. Who said spin-
doctoring was a modern phenomenon?

Although Benbow himself remains a
shadowy figure, Willis has done a tremen-
dous job of roassessing this neglected
period in our rich naval history,


